Presbycusic neuritic degeneration within the osseous spiral lamina.
To describe a neglected anatomic variant occurring with presbycusis. Retrospective temporal bone histopathology study. Quantitative analysis of peripheral hair cells, neurites, neurons, and the stria vascularis in temporal bones from individuals who had presbycusis. Fifty-three patients aged 65 years or older and with a down-sloping audiogram and clinical diagnosis of presbycusis were reviewed. Nine cases had normal hair and ganglion cell populations but reduced peripheral processes (neuritic presbycusis). These were compared with five normal-hearing controls on measurements of anterior middle and basal turn fiber bundle diameter and the ratio of basal to middle diameters. Thresholds at 4 and 8 kHz were significantly poorer in the neuritic presbycusis group than in the control group (p<or=0.004 and 0.05, respectively), as was speech discrimination score (p<or=0.028). The ratio of basal to middle turn diameters was significantly smaller in the neuritic presbycusis group (p<or=0.003). This effect was quite marked in that there was no overlap in ratios between the groups, with the maximum neuritic presbycusis group ratio smaller than the minimum control group ratio. There was a moderate negative correlation between ratio and threshold at 4 kHz (sigma=-0.49, p<or=0.075). Loss of peripheral neurites in the anterior basal cochlear segment is found in conjunction with presbycusis in temporal bones that have no other morphologic abnormalities. These cases can be identified by a gradual down-sloping audiogram in contrast to sensory (hair cell) presbycusis, which is characterized by a precipitous high tone loss.